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RIO GRANDE FLOOD CONTROL
IMPROVEMENTS UNDERWAY

The United States Section of the Interna-
tional Boundary and Water Commission
(USIBWC) has initiated a program to upgrade Rio
Grande flood control levees.  Work has already
been completed on one levee segment in Hidalgo
County, Texas and at press time construction in El
Paso, Texas was just getting underway.

USIBWC studies have identified levee seg-
ments that could be
overtopped in the event
of the 100-year flood.
Other segments lack suf-
ficient freeboard (the
distance between the
water surface elevation
and the top of the levee,
usually a 3-foot margin
of safety).  Based on
these studies, engineers
are developing plans to
improve the levees.

In the Lower
Rio Grande Flood Con-
trol Project, the
USIBWC cooperated with the City of Hidalgo to
increase the levee height as part of the Hidalgo Hike
and Bike Trail project.  The levee was raised to
meet the USIBWC’s flood control requirements
while at the same time the City of Hidalgo con-
structed a recreational trail on top of the raised levee.

Design of a 3.3-mile segment of the Hidalgo
Loop Levee near the Hidalgo-Reynosa Bridge is
nearing completion while a contract for design of

 Hidalgo Levee Phase II will be awarded shortly.
In El Paso, USIBWC crews have begun

work to raise an 8-mile levee segment in the Rio
Grande Rectification Project in the urban area of
the city.  At the same time, the U.S. Section is co-
ordinating with the Mexican Section for additional
work required in the international reach of the river
at El Paso-Ciudad Juarez, Chihuahua.

The USIBWC has
also identified additional
levee reaches in the
Lower Rio Grande Val-
ley of Texas, El Paso’s
Upper Valley, Hudspeth
County in Texas, and
Doña Ana County in
New Mexico where
levee improvements may
be needed.  The con-
struction schedule will
depend on the availabil-
ity of annual appropria-
tions.  Work is being pri-
oritized in consideration

of the magnitude of the deficiency, the extent of ur-
ban development on adjacent lands, and available
funds.

Increased attention has been focused on the
Rio Grande levees this year as the Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency (FEMA) has begun to
develop new flood insurance rate maps.  Property
owners near deficient levee segments could be re-
quired to purchase flood insurance once the new
maps go into effect.

Hidalgo Hike and Bike Trail



The Commission on January 31, 2007 signed
Minute No. 312, “Official Means of Identification of Per-
sonnel, Vehicles, and Other Equipment Crossing the In-
ternational Boundary on Official Business of the Com-
mission or of Either Section.”  The purpose of the Minute
is to enhance security features of the official Commis-
sion identification card.

In accordance with the 1944 Water Treaty, the
1963 Chamizal Treaty, and the 1970 Boundary Treaty, per-
sonnel employed directly or indirectly by the Commis-
sion on the construction, operation, or maintenance of
works provided for in those treaties are able to pass freely
from one country to the other without immigration re-
strictions or passports.  To carry out this provision, the
Commission issues a special identification card to per-
sonnel and contractors so that they can carry out their
activities in the border region.

In light of increasing security concerns and tech-
nological advancements, the Commission developed a
new format for the identification card that includes addi-
tional identifying information about the bearer and a
tamper-evident hologram.  Information about the new for-
mat has been provided to border enforcement authori-
ties to help them identify Commission personnel and weed
out potential counterfeit cards.

In the coming months, the U.S. Section will is-
sue the new cards to staff whose official duties require
them to work in Mexico.  Employees who conduct their
work entirely in the United States will continue to use
their U.S. government identification (although planning
is underway to revamp that ID as well).
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In April, the U.S. and Mexican Sections of the
Commission joined with technical advisors from the U.S.
Army Corps of Engineers and Mexico’s National Water
Commission to perform the Safety of Dams inspection at
Amistad, Falcon, Anzalduas, and Retamal Dams on the
Rio Grande.  The inspection is conducted every five years.

Inspectors raised significant concerns about the
potential impact of naturally-occurring sinkholes that
have developed near Amistad Dam, an international stor-
age reservoir near Del Rio, Texas-Ciudad Acuña, Coa-
huila.  Existence of the sinkholes places the dam at very
high risk.  The two Sections plan to conduct additional
studies and implement measures to avoid future prob-
lems.

The Commission’s other international storage

reservoir, Falcon Dam near Roma, Texas-Ciudad Mier,
Tamaulipas, is considered moderate to high risk.

The Commission’s two diversion dams in the
Lower Rio Grande Valley,  Anzalduas and Retamal, rated
moderate to high risk and very high risk respectively.
Anzalduas Dam, located near Mission, Texas-Reynosa,
Tamaulipas, is used to divert irrigation water to Mexico
and floodwaters to the U.S. floodway.  Retamal Dam, south
of Donna, Texas, is operated during flood conditions to
divert water into Mexico’s floodway. Retamal’s risk is
based on oscillation of the central gate during high flow
since this movement could potentially weaken the dam.

The Commission will work to implement the
safety advisors’ recommendations so  the dams can con-
tinue to be operated safely well into the future.

MINUTE 312 SIGNED FOR NEW
COMMISSION IDENTIFICATIONS

DAM SAFETY GETS ATTENTION

Sec. Jesús Luévano and Com. Arturo Herrera of
the Mexican Section and Com. Carlos Marin and
Acting Sec. Sally Spener (l to r) sign Min. 312
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 CONSTRUCTION BEGINS ON
NOGALES PLANT UPGRADE

A groundbreaking ceremony was held May 8 for the Nogales International Wastewater Treatment
Plant (NIWTP) upgrade.  The NIWTP, located 9 miles north of the international boundary, treats wastewater
from the Cities of Nogales, Arizona and Nogales, Sonora.  Upon completion, the NIWTP will be capable of
treating nearly 15 million gallons per day of wastewater that will comply with all state and federal requirements
for discharging into the Santa Cruz River.  The upgrade will improve the environmental conditions in and
around the river.

The NIWTP is owned by the U.S. Section of the International Boundary and Water Commission
(USIBWC) and the City of Nogales, Arizona.  The USIBWC operates and maintains the plant while Nogales,
Arizona and Mexico pay a share of operating expenses.

At the groundbreaking ceremony, USIBWC Commissioner Carlos Marin said, “I look forward to
working cooperatively with our partners for many years to come as this plant is constructed and put into
operation to benefit all residents in the Santa Cruz River basin.”

The City of Nogales, Arizona has received
a $59 million grant from the U.S. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency for the upgrade. The project will
consist of the construction of a biological nutrient
removal treatment system, which includes construc-
tion of new headworks, clarifiers, aeration basins,
and a sludge thickening system.  The new facilities
will generally be constructed to the east of the exist-
ing plant but within the site’s boundaries. Some of
the existing infrastructure, such as the filters and dis-
infection facilities, will be kept to reduce capital
costs.  A number of steps are being considered to
reduce odors at the plant during normal operations.

A notice to proceed was issued in Novem-
ber 2006 to the design-build firm of PCL Construc-
tion of Phoenix, Arizona.  A construction manage-
ment team of Faithful+Gould was also hired to oversee construction.  The U.S. Section is working closely with
the City of Nogales and the design-build firm to ensure that ongoing treatment plant operation is not hindered
by the construction.  The new plant is scheduled to be completed in August 2009.

The Commission has a long history of involvement in border sanitation issues in Nogales.  The first
international wastewater treatment plant in the region was built in 1951, with a capacity of 1.6 million gallons
per day at a cost of $580,000 split equally between the United States and Mexico.  In 1972, the plant was
relocated to its present site and enlarged to 8.2 million gallons per day.  The plant was expanded and upgraded
again in 1992.

The contractor has established a web page with information about the project in English and Spanish
at:  http://www.nogaleswastewater.com/

Work is underway on the plant upgrade
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